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Abstract 
Self-concept - the capacity of a person to realize his/her physical and psychic readiness and to act in the direction of discovering 
new inherent particulars represents a rather late acquisition in human development, nevertheless having multiple implications on 
the level of personality structure. Self-image, a product of self-concept represents the essential reference point of behavioural and 
emotional self-regulation. The present study proposes to demonstrate the dynamics of the structuring of self-image (the real self) 
in early childhood, as well as the identification of the sources which facilitate the process of self-knowledge. 
© 2015 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
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1. Introduction 
The self-concept appealed to the interest of men of science and usual people along time. The famous 
question”Who Am I?” and its associated answers accompany us during our entire lifetime: how the others perceive 
me, what is my real own nature, what is my individual belief about myself. Knowing our self, knowing our own ego 
and the manner of its organization is very important for our social life, but at the same time an indispensable quality 
for the development and formation process of any individual, subject to social negative or beneficial influences 
(Allport, 1991). The self-concept, being at the core of personality refers to the set of perceptions that the person has 
about himself, the set of characteristics, attributes, qualities and deficiencies, capacities and limits, values and 
relationships that the subject knows to be descriptive of him. The considerable interest related to the definition of the 
self-construct, to the understanding of its modality of formation, to its inner organization but also to its evolution 
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through ontogeny is explained by the fact that it represents a powerful predictor of the mental health condition 
during adulthood but also of school achievements and academic success (Byrne, 1996; Wigfield et al., 1997).  
The level of self-image affects performance powerfully, in all activities, the mechanisms of causal circularity 
functioning here significantly: those having a high self-esteem are more confident, can rally more and are more 
successful which strengthen their self-image. Those with a low self-esteem, increase the risk of failures, determining 
a more gloomy vision of themselves. Thus, the vicious circle becomes very hard to deter. In time, it has been 
observed that those having a high self-esteem interpret successes in a different manner, appealing to a large series of 
attributions and behave much more variously as compared to those having a low self-esteem who have restrained 
and predictable self-attributions (Rogers at al., 1978). One of the most important fields of research in social 
cognition is that interested in the development of the child’s understanding capacity with reference to himself. Each 
young individual asks sometimes questions such as: Who Am I? Through what am I distinct from the others? What 
are my strengths and weaknesses? What are my possibilities? How could I develop my qualities and overcome my 
failures? The answers to such kind of questions refer to the familiarity with the defining personality traits, the 
aptitudes, the motivational and value system, the rise in self-esteem, in self-assertion, the development of creativity, 
of the self-regulation capacity, of interpersonal relations and communication abilities, of the possibilities of 
managing one’s emotions, etc. 
Through the present study, we propose to identify the modalities of structuring the self (self-image) at children in 
early childhood and to identify modalities of association with their school performances. 
2. Theoretical background 
2.1. Conceptual delimitations: self-concept/self-image 
Self-concept represents the collection of perceptions and knowledge people have about their qualities and 
characteristics (Ilu , 2000). Self-concept is a multidimensional concept and represents a behavioural pattern 
dependant on the context in which it is learnt; this one reflects the evaluation of the past behaviours and experiences, 
influence current behaviours and becomes a predictor of future behaviours (Schierer & Kraut, 1979; Braken, 1992). 
Self-image is defined by the humanist psychology as being part of our personality structure, having structural and 
functional autonomy and independence. It constitutes an integrator and organizer of each individual’s inner life, 
playing a main role in the choice of values and goals and representing the central core of our personality. (Zlate, 
1999) Self-image includes all representations about one’s own ideas, beliefs, abilities, attitudes and behaviours of 
the individual related to his own personality (Zlate, 1999). 
The real – global self (the experiences we live within the socio-cultural environment) includes: physical self (the 
development and acceptance of one’s own corporality, the manner in which the person perceives himself/herself or 
believes he/she is perceived by others); emotional self: (integrates one’s attitude towards own experiences, towards 
others and future); academic self (the manner in which the self intercepts and integrates the informational matter 
about him and the world, the manner in which he operates with it; the more positive self-esteem the higher 
performances); competence self (refer to the clear awareness of one’s individuality in relation to one’s 
communication, assertive, learning, career planning abilities); familial self (the emotional comfort the child 
experiences related to his parents); social self (includes the dimension of personality we expose to others, our 
reactions in the interactions with others). 
The structure of self-image is extremely complex. One should distinguish among proper self-image, the 
representation of how the individual sees himself; ideal self-image, the representation of what the individual would 
like to be, self-image attributed to the external world, the representation of what the individual believes that others 
think about him and possibly, in the long run, the image of the others about him, the representation of what others 
really think about him. The structure of self-image includes corporal-dynamic representations, representations of 
own abilities and possibilities of action, representations about the current role and status as well as about the 
projected one. 
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2.2. Self concept in early and middle childhood 
The self-concept being a cognitive concept appears and grows along with the development of all components of 
psychical life, developing in several phases (Allport, 1981). Self-concept is not inborn, it forms and develops along 
with the acquisition of different experiences of the type „I and mine”. Self-concept development is a process which 
evolves through one’s entire lifespan, as the individual discovers new possibilities and faces new experiences. The 
child becomes aware of himself as he interacts with the social environment. Sensations and motor activity play an 
important role in defining the body boundaries and represent an essential level in differentiating the self from the 
rest of the environment. Each individual has multiple images about self and one can infer the idea that the child 
perceives different self-images, of different distinctness levels. 
Middle childhood –”perfection of an original mentality” (Osterrieth, 1976) represents a critical period in the self-
concept development. Along with the development of cognitive abilities and the starting of school period, the 
principles of organizing the self are represented by comparative appreciations, self-definition in relation to others 
and to other norms settled in the exterior (Damon & Hart, 1988). The process of comparing oneself to others also 
implies a recursion to one’s own self, accompanied by the wish to arrogate certain physical, psychical and social 
characteristics (Damon & Hart, 1988; Marsh, 1989). Harter (1988) determines that self-worth does not manifest 
until middle childhood, but it is based on behaviours observed and related by adults, self-evaluation being 
considered fluctuating and rudimentary during this period. 
Another significant characteristics of this development stage refer to the fact that children begin to feel the fact 
that they are evaluated by their peers which is of utmost importance for them (Rubin, Bukowski, Parker, 2006). A 
fairly interesting phenomenon appears during this period and continues till teenage years: children do not appreciate 
themselves positively (Harter, 1988). These data are confirmed by longitudinal studies which demonstrate the 
association between the development of the self concept and the perceived competence.  
The development of self-concept acquires more stability towards the end of childhood, even if it is a relative one 
which becomes more differentiated, more realistic and more consistent. The factors with great impact in developing 
the self-image in childhood are: their own prior behaviors and performance; the behaviors of other individuals 
toward them and the expectations that others hold for their future performance (Ormord, 2000). 
2.3. Relationship between self concept and academic achievement 
The relations between self concept and academic achievement had been analyzed in terms of association and also 
in predictive terms. Hamachek (1995) observes that there is a bidirectional relation between self concept and 
academic achievement: learners have to do well in school in order to have a positive self-concept about their 
academic abilities and a positive self-concept was a necessary pre-requisite for doing well in school. Thus learners 
with a high self-concept tended to approach school related tasks with confidence, and that success in those tasks 
reinforced their self-confidence. The opposite was also likely to be true for children with a sense of inferiority or 
low academic self-concept. Not only has a high level of self-assurance determined an academic success, as this also 
depends on the diversity of other variables. The satisfactions generated by school play a feed-back role influencing 
all the structures of self-concept (Woolfolk, 1998).  
3. Method 
3.1. Study aims and hypotheses 
The present study proposes to demonstrate: the dynamics of structuring the self-image (real-self) in early 
childhood, the identification of the gender differences in the structuring of self-image in early childhood. 
The question of the research: Is the structure of the Real Self in childhood made up differentially of the physical 
self, the cognitive self and the social self according to the variable gender? 
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3.2. Participants 
The research has been performed on a fixed, non-aleatory sample, the group of subjects being formed of 59 
children, aged 8 to 11years, having the average age of m= 9.98, SD= 0,72, 37 boys and 22 girls, which come from 
school units in the Argeú district, from the urban – 43 children, and the rural – 16 children environment.  
3.3. Measures
1. The test ”Who Am I?” – CSE (Zlate, 1999). The test consists of a composition children have to write about 
themselves. Instructions stipulate the fact that they are expected to write as many things as they can about them, as 
they know and how they know themselves. The analysis criteria had been elaborated from the perspective proposed 
by Damon & Hart, but also from the perspective of the six elaboration approaches proposed by Zlate (1999) the 
objective self-analysis and self-presentation approach, precisely the presentation of physical or/and psychical 
characteristics; the concise approach, with short, vague answers; the philosophical approach; the poetic exaltation 
approach, in which metaphors occur; the dodge type approach, elusion of the answer, and digress from the subject 
and the combined type which combines elements specific to all the above-mentioned styles. 
4. Results and discussions 
The results obtained had been analyzed from a empirical perspective. The elements of self-analysis and self-
observation are often found at children aged 10-11 years. This can be justified by the fact that this category is more 
adapted to the demands of school activities, more used to composition writing as compared to children aged 8-9 
years. The development of the communication abilities, comparative appreciations with others determine a better 
coherence in the modality of structuring the self-image, the centre of attention falling on the comparisons among 
performances ”I have got the first prize for good academic results” (S.R., 10 years), own capacities, ”I am quite a 
good pupil” (G. M, 10 years); ”I am a girl gifted for ballet” (G.T., 10 years), or others’ capacities ”I am not as good 
as V.B. in learning ” (T.C., 9 years). The self-analysis made by children is related to the norms and exigencies 
imposed by family, the affiliation group, and refer to passions and interests: ”I like to paint” (F.C., 8 years), ”I like 
very much to attend school because I learn interesting things which will help me to become a specialist” (U.C., 11 
years) , ” I like to draw houses- I will be an architect or because I like justice I will try to be a prosecutor” (U.L.,10 
years); to cognitive capacities: ”I am very intelligent because I get good grades at school” (H.L., 10 years), ”I have 
good memory- I like to learn by heart all poems I read” (L. L., 8 years), to behaviour: ”I help my younger sister with 
the homework” (T.L., 8 years), ”I take care of the stray animals near our living place” (K. M., 8 years).  
The content analysis carried out on the 59 compositions led us to establish the frequent themes related to the  
Real self  in a fairly interesting structuring according to the variable age and to the variable gender. 
1. Physical self, defined by the physical attributes is largely influenced by the group and the existing 
interpersonal relations. It appears to be well defined to all children, but with certain tones. With girls, it is much 
richer in content:”I am rather fattish” (P. E, 10 years),”I think I do not have long enough legs” (ET. 11 years),”I 
would amend many things in my physical appearance” (G. G, 11 years). The social female models promoted 
through media channels lay the emphasis on the physical image completely. The child identifies with the favourite 
model, and by comparison the physical self appears distorted. Due to this, the risk of eating disorders is considerable 
even in childhood.  
2. Cognitive self does not appear separate from the academic self and there are no significant differences between 
boys and girls, the differences appear rather between children aged 8-9 years and those aged 10-11 years at the level 
of the content: aspects related to the moral qualities:”I am obedient”, ”I am reasonable”, ”I am easy-going and 
merry”, ”I like animals”, academic results, knowledge, exceptional aptitudes ”I am the best ballet dancer” etc. 
Psychological qualities specified by children are validated by the social group, by school and family. The 
presentation of inner feelings is rarely found, it appears especially at children aged 10-11 years and is always related 
to the family or to pets: ”I love enormously my family which supports me in everything I do”, ”I love 
unconditionally my younger sister whom I help, too ”, ”I adore small animals, etc”. 
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3. Social self  appears in relation to the aspects connected to identity (name, age, gender) at all children but what 
proves to be very interesting at the age interval  8-9 years is the frequency  of the information related to the address,  
to the parents’socio-professional status  (seller, engineer, surgeon, etc.) and to the parents’ age. In the interval 10-11 
years the information related to parents are presented from the perspective of their relation to them: ”I get on well 
with my parents, we argue very rarely” (H. L, 10 years), ”I feel very well and comfortable with my parents” (G.M, 
10 years), ”My mother is one of my best friends” (O. K., 10 years), ”On my opinion, the family is the most precious 
thing”(R. V, 11 years). 
The feeling of group affiliation -”I like to go to the park with my friends”,”I hope that the others are happy with 
me”, the desire to distinguish as a member of the group appears after 10 years –”I am the captain, and all my mates 
obey, I am chair leader”,”I am a happy child who enjoy the company of the family and of my friends”. Although we 
did not expect a well defined and high frequency, the projection of the future self (what I would like to be) is strictly 
related to social self. It appears as early as 8 years but it is not strongly motivated, as it appears at children aged 10-
11 years: ”I want to become a programmer as I know a lot of things about computers”, ”I will try hard to become a 
doctor to save lives”. The content analysis underlined the dynamics of structuring the Real self in childhood. The 
emphasis is laid on adults’ appreciations on children’s behavior and actions. The content of school activities 
influences the modality of identifying the psychological and social self. The motivation of the Future self as well as 
the speculations about the choices made demonstrate congruence and structurality in self-knowledge and self-
analysis. 
5. Conclusions 
The general self-concept in early childhood contains diverse elements which refer to cognitive components as 
well as to physical, social and emotional ones. The modality of structuring self-image in childhood presents a certain 
dynamics having specific features according to age and gender, being more differentiated and less positive from one 
period to another. One can observe much more stability, coherence, continuity and perseverance in the structuring of 
self-image and important steps towards the understanding and compliance to moral laws. The structuring of self-
image in childhood (physical, cognitive, social and emotional) influences a good structuring of the academic self-
image which associates with superior academic performances (Byrne, 1996). The results obtained supply arguments 
which may support the idea of elaborating personal development programs, towards the formation of the self-
knowledge and self-appreciation capacity since early childhood. These programs should provide children with 
criteria in self-appreciation and in others’ appreciation; the development of critical and self-critical attitudes with a 
view to eliminate the over-appreciation and sub-appreciation tendencies; with modalities of adequate reference of 
self-image with the group image about self; the adequate correlation of the results of one’s own activities with self-
image.  
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